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Does reading reinforce audiolingual imitation and help pronun-
ciation or is reading a source of interference instead? _When faced with
two conflicting stimuli, one aural and one written, to which of these sti-
muli will a subject respond?

Informal Observations while teaching Spanish audiolingually dur-ing the last ten years have led me to believe that the answer to the firstquestion above should be that reading is a source of interference. However,I ha7e Often come across the opposite view expressed by language, teachers
and others related in various ways to the foreign language teaching 'prof-ession. Therefore, in order to gather empirical data that would allow at
least a partial scientific answer to the two questions above, I decided to
conduct a small experiment.

The subjects of the experiment were students selected at random
from among the undergraduates at Western Washington State College in Belling-
ham, Washington. This randomization, however, is qualified: students with

. any knowledge of Spanish as well as those with a foreign linguistic back-
ground were excluded and the number of male and female subjects was kept
balanded. As it turned out, there were 35 subjects (actually 4o participatedbut the recordings of five could not be used due to technical difficulties.)
Of the 35, 17 .were males and 18 females. The average age of the subjects
was 20 years and five months. Their foreign language learning experience
averaged (expressed decimally) 2.8 years of study, with one student at one
extreme, a German major, having completed 8 years of study, and five students
at the other extreme having studied no foreign language at all.

The task performed by the subjects consisted of recording, under
four different conditions, ten Spanish utterances of two to four syllables
each. First they recorded three times, after the native speaker's (the
experimenter's) oral model, their imitation of the utterance, without the

. written form of the utterance being visible. Then they recorded twice,
after, the native speaker's oral model, their imitation of the utterance while
the written form of the utterance was shown to them. Then they recorded oncetheir reading of the utterance without benefit.of an oral model. Finally,when the first three steps had been completed for each of the ten utterances,they recorded once their reading, without an oral model, of the complete list.(The equipment used for the recordings was of high fidelity, namely, a Uher4000-S.)
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The following criteria were used.in selecting the ten Spanish

utterances to be used in the experiment:

(1) The problems to be considered would be those points in the

sound - spelling (i.e., phonemic-graphemic) inventory of Spanish and English

in which the two languages have divergent phonemic-graphemic correlations:

that is, there would be no need to check on the effects of, for example, the

Spanish graphemes <f>) and tOon the native speaker of English, as these

graphemes represent the same phonemes in both languages.

(2) The problems to be considered would be taken from the phonemic,

phonetic, and graphemic repertoire of the subjects; that is,, no use would

be made of problems involving sounds.or letters new to the subjects, as this

would introduce an uncontrollable variable in.the experiment. Application

of the two criteria above reduced the number of problems amenable to.experi-

mentation to the following five: 4V> for [0 rather than (..z) , 440 for Ik.]

rather than [kwj 4* for EDO rather than. [n] before [p] and Ib] 9vfor

[b] rather than [y] and4Khas [0] rather than [h] .

(3) It would be desirable, whenever possible, to test each problem

in initial, medial, and final position; it is obvious that this can be done

only in the case of(<0).

(4) It would be desirable to use short utterances of no more than

four syllables and to have no more than two of the five problems above in

each utterance.

(5) Cognate words would have to be avoided, as they would introduce

another.uncotrollable variable in the experiment.-

On the basis of the criteria just. outlined, the.following ten:Utter7

maces were selected for the experiment (the problems are underlined,, although

they were not-underlined, of course, on the -cards that the subjects read)-;

1. almohada

2. zapato

3. envasar

4. miedan pocos

5.. empezado

6. vive an1

7. alaupaste

8. en paz.

9. verdad

10. habido

The rest of this article is devoted to a discussion of the results

Obtained and of the conclusions that can be derived from them.



In presenting the results, hoWever, I shall limit myself to
utterances 2, 4, 9, and 10. The reason. for this is that these utterances
have the problems in initial position (except of course for4.4>as [n] inutterance No. 4) . It was found that there was. greater precision in the
articulation of initial sounds, and that the lesser precision of non-initial articulations made their analysis and tabulation difficult.

The results are presented in a chart 'below. The numbers at thetop of the chart refer to the conditions. under. which the utterances wereimitated or read aloud: 1 -3 ,are. the three. imitations. of the- oral model,4-5 are the two imitations of the oral'model.while the. written form ofthe utterance was visible, 6...is.the.readin&of the. utterance without bene-fit of an oral model, and:7 is the reading:of the - utterance again. without
an oral model,-as part of the reading:of.the total list of ten utterances.
The percentages in the chart refer to the.percentage_of subjects respondingin a particular way, not -to the total. number. of utterances of a particularsound; percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number.
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The results shown in the chart. above indicate, very clearly in the
case of problems 1, 3, and 4, and-to a. decreasing extent in the case of prob-
lems 5 and 2, the interference caused by spelling in the imitation of these
Spanish sounds. Whereas practically all subjects imitated correctly an oral
model in the absence of written stimuli, the majority of the subjects -- in
problems 1, 3, and 4 -- and about one half of them -- in problem 5 -- were
unable to imitate correctly the oral model as. soon as they were allowed to
see the written forms of the utterances in question.. In other words, as soon
as the written stimuli appeared,.the.subjectO:diaelieVed'theit ears and their
immediately preceding kinetic experience and produced a different response.

The apparently lesser degree of interference from spelling in the
case of problem 5 *h7as EU and problem 2 (41..fortk_3) can be readily
explained by the fact that more than half of. the subjects were studying or
had studied French, a language in which these two sound-spelling correlations
are the same as in Spanish.

The degree of interference. from spelling, found in this experiment
suggests that we are dealing_with deeply set.habits.that lead language learners
to disregard audio stimuli and.rely on. written- stimuli for their oral produc-
tion. If these habits are as-deeply set.as_they.appear to be, it seems that
a mere explanation of the differences between native-language and foreign

language sound-spelling correlations, even if given repeatedly, would not be
sufficient to form new habits. This in turn seems to point to the necessity
for a pre-reading period, or at least for the use of aids such as trans-
criptions, when correct pronunciation is one of the goals of the foreign
language program.


